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This ebook delves into the fascinating and controversial history of the "Wicked Bible" of 1631,
specifically focusing on its infamous misprint: the omission of the word "not" in the Seventh
Commandment. We explore the historical context surrounding its creation, the printers' likely
motivations, and the immediate and lasting impact of this seemingly small typographical error. The
book examines the cultural and religious landscape of 17th-century England, showcasing the societal
anxieties and the power dynamics at play that contributed to the Bible's notoriety. Furthermore, it
analyzes the lasting legacy of the "Wicked Bible," its place in the annals of printing history, and its
continuing relevance as a study in the intersection of religion, printing technology, and societal
perceptions. The book is perfect for anyone interested in history, biblical studies, typography, or the
unexpected consequences of human error.
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Introduction: The Wicked Bible's Infamous Mistake and its Lasting Legacy

The year is 1631. England, under the reign of Charles I, is a nation grappling with religious and
political tensions. Amidst this turbulent climate, a seemingly insignificant typographical error in a
newly printed Bible would ignite a firestorm of controversy. This was the "Wicked Bible," infamous for
its omission of the word "not" from the Seventh Commandment, Exodus 20:14: "Thou shalt commit
adultery." This seemingly minor error, a single, missing word, transformed this edition of the Bible
into a collector's item and a significant historical artifact, forever etching its name in the annals of
printing history and cultural infamy. This exploration delves deep into the story of the Wicked Bible,
examining its creation, reception, and lasting legacy.

Chapter 1: The Historical Context: England in 1631 – Religious and Political Tensions



1631 England was a cauldron of religious and political unrest. King Charles I, a staunch advocate for
the Church of England, clashed with Puritan factions who desired further religious reform. The
religious climate was charged with tension. The King's absolute rule was challenged by those who
believed in greater parliamentary power. This atmosphere of tension and unease provided fertile
ground for the controversy that would erupt over the Wicked Bible. The act of printing a Bible itself
was a heavily regulated and controlled process, with the King holding ultimate authority over the
content and distribution. Any deviation from the approved text, even an unintentional one, held
significant implications. This backdrop is crucial to understanding the severity of the error and the
ensuing reaction.

Chapter 2: The Printers, Robert Barker and Martin Lucas: Their Lives and Motivations

The printers responsible for this infamous Bible were Robert Barker and Martin Lucas, King's Printers
at the time. Barker, a prominent figure in the printing industry, held a monopoly on the printing of
Bibles, a highly lucrative and politically sensitive undertaking. The motivations behind the error
remain a subject of speculation. Was it simple negligence, a rushed printing process under pressure
to meet deadlines, or something more sinister? Some suggest it may have been an act of subtle
rebellion against the crown, a daring act of defiance disguised within a seemingly innocuous error.
However, the most plausible explanation points towards a simple human error compounded by the
pressures and complexities of the printing process in that era. The investigation into the error
undoubtedly put pressure on Barker and Lucas, highlighting the significant consequences of their
mistake.

Chapter 3: The Production of the Wicked Bible: Process, Challenges, and Oversight

Printing a Bible in 1631 was a labor-intensive and complex process. The type-setting, proofing, and
printing involved multiple stages and numerous individuals. The meticulous nature of the work, and
the potential for human error, is highlighted by the occurrence of the "Wicked Bible" error. The lack of
stringent quality control measures at the time likely contributed to the mistake going unnoticed until
the Bible was already in circulation. The entire process, from preparing the type to the final printing
and binding, is examined to shed light on the possible points where the error could have occurred and
gone undetected. The analysis considers the role of different individuals in the production chain and
their potential responsibilities in the oversight.

Chapter 4: The Discovery and Reaction: Public Outrage and Official Censorship

The discovery of the "Thou shalt commit adultery" misprint sparked immediate outrage. The religious
implications were severe. The error was seen not merely as a typographical mistake but as a
deliberate act of sacrilege, or at least a grave insult to religious sensibilities. The public reaction
ranged from mockery and amusement to outright condemnation. The authorities responded swiftly,
seizing and destroying as many copies of the Wicked Bible as they could find, highlighting the
severity of the perceived offense. The incident serves as a stark reminder of the power of religious
texts and the consequences of tampering with them, even unintentionally. The swift and harsh
reaction reveals much about the societal values and religious sensitivities of the time.

Chapter 5: The Aftermath and Legacy: The Wicked Bible's Place in History and Popular Culture

The "Wicked Bible" incident had lasting consequences for its printers, Barker and Lucas. They faced
fines and public humiliation. The incident also led to increased scrutiny of the Bible printing process,
leading to improved quality control measures. Despite the initial outrage, the Wicked Bible achieved



an unlikely kind of immortality. Its scarcity, due to the destruction of most copies, turned it into a
highly sought-after collector's item, cementing its place in the history of printing and the cultural
imagination. Its notoriety ensures that it continues to fascinate and intrigue readers even centuries
later. Its story serves as a reminder that even the smallest errors can have significant consequences,
and that history is often made, or at least remembered, by the unexpected.

Conclusion: Lessons Learned: From Typographical Error to Cultural Phenomenon

The story of the 1631 Wicked Bible is more than just a tale of a typographical error; it's a fascinating
glimpse into 17th-century England, its religious and political turmoil, and the challenges and
intricacies of early printing. It underscores the profound impact of human error, the power of religious
belief, and the unexpected ways history is shaped by seemingly insignificant events. The book's
lasting legacy reminds us that even mistakes can become legendary, and that the past continues to
offer valuable lessons for the present.

FAQs

How many copies of the Wicked Bible were printed? The exact number is unknown, but it’s1.
estimated to be in the dozens, perhaps only a few dozen. Most were destroyed.

Where can I see a copy of the Wicked Bible? Only a handful of copies survive, primarily in1.
prestigious libraries and collections worldwide.

What happened to Robert Barker and Martin Lucas after the incident? They faced significant1.
fines and were publicly reprimanded for their negligence.

Was the "Wicked Bible" a deliberate act of sabotage? While this is a popular theory, the most1.
likely explanation is human error and the high-pressure environment of the printing process.

What is the significance of the Seventh Commandment in this context? The alteration of this1.
commandment, directly related to morality and religious law, amplified the scandal.

How did the printing process of 1631 differ from modern methods? Printing was entirely1.
manual, much slower, and prone to errors due to the lack of automated processes.



Why is the Wicked Bible still relevant today? It serves as a unique historical artifact, illustrating1.
the intersection of religion, politics, technology, and human fallibility.

Are there other examples of significant errors in printed Bibles? Yes, although none achieved1.
the same level of notoriety as the Wicked Bible.

Where can I learn more about the history of printing in 17th-century England? Several academic1.
resources and books focus on the history of printing and publishing during this period.

Related Articles:

King James Bible: A Comparative Analysis: This article compares and contrasts the King James1.
Bible with other contemporary translations, highlighting its unique features and enduring
influence.

The History of Bible Printing: This article traces the development of Bible printing from1.
Gutenberg to the 17th century, highlighting technological advancements and societal impact.

Religious Censorship in 17th Century England: An exploration of religious censorship practices1.
in 17th-century England, including the context of the Wicked Bible incident.

The Life and Times of Robert Barker: A biographical sketch of Robert Barker, exploring his1.
career as a printer and his role in the Wicked Bible controversy.

The Puritan Movement in 17th Century England: An analysis of the Puritan movement and its1.
influence on the religious and political climate of 17th-century England.



Typographical Errors and Their Cultural Impact: An examination of significant typographical1.
errors throughout history, analyzing their impact on culture and society.

The Role of the King's Printer in 17th Century England: An investigation into the role and1.
responsibilities of the King's Printer in 17th-century England, considering the case of the Wicked
Bible.

Rare Books and their Historical Significance: This article explores the value and importance of1.
rare books, highlighting the Wicked Bible as a prime example.

The Economics of Bible Printing in the 17th Century: This article delves into the financial1.
aspects of Bible printing during this era, analyzing the costs, profits, and market forces
involved.
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